. It was shown that the problem can be overcome by adequate phasing of the inter-sample air bubbles in the sample-delivery line. We were therefore somewhat surprised to read the Letter of Robertson et al. (Clin. Chem. 28: 251, 1982) , which claimed that this mechanism is not a significant source of error in the routine operation of the SMAC.
After careful evaluation of their data, we concluded that their experimental method could not yield results that support their claim of a general upward drift throughout a SMAC batch. In fact their results are entirely consistent with false increase in the last two specimens in accord with the inter-sample air compression, as is shown below.
Their SMAC batches contained a common lyophilized control material at positions 1, 2, 3, 13, 23, and 24. Presumably the unknown samples occupied positions 4 through 12, and 14 through 22. This mbans-th.at the results of the controls at positions 13 and 23 are subject to variable interaction from the unknowns at 12 and 22, respectively. However, the results of the controls at 2, 3, and 24 are subject to constant interaction from the identical specimens that precede them. The significance of this can be ascertained from the separate mean concentrations of the controls at positions 13,23, and 24 relative to those at cups 2 and 3 (F2 in their data table).
By use of simultaneous equations we deduced these values directly from their data table, relative to the position 13 result, this being their implicit reference result (Table 1) . We then normalized these to the average of the means of positions 2 and 3 ( previous sample interaction will cause a similar increase of the mean values for positions13and 23. Reference to Table   2 shows that the position 23 mean result is 0.7% higher than the postion 13 mean.
This can be explained as follows:our original work showedthat the penultimate sample was increased about half as muchasthe last sample by inter-sample air compression. The data in Table 2 show that the last sample (24) is increased 1.4% above the mean of the first samples (F2). This means that, if intersample air-segment compression is the cause of the increase in the last sample, we would expect the next-to-last sample to be systematically increased about 0.7-0.8% above its expected value, i.e., the position 13 result. Thus there is no evidence for "a slow upward drift throughout the batch."
No conclusion can be drawn from the alkaline phosphatase data except in the unlikely event that it is sampled from the prediluter. In this case,inclusion of the data does not alter the conclusion.
To summarize, Robertson et a!. overlooked the influence of inter-sample interaction in the interpretation of their experimental data. Correction of their data for interaction shows it to be fully consistent with our proposition that there can exist a systematic error that increases results for the last two specimens of a SMAC batch. It is pleasing to note that this problem can be observed in a more general context than our experimental model, which was restricted to systems of common samples, designed to negate the effects of sample interaction.
We would have welcomed the opportunity to reply to our critics' letter in the same issue of Clinical Chemistry. hypothesizing that a suitable combination of upward carryover from preceding patient samples, positive bias affecting the last sample of the analytical batch, and a lesser positive bias affecting the penultimate sample account for the increase in control results which we observed within the analytical batch and which we attributed to "a slow upward drift throughout the batch." Because, as mentioned in our original Letter, our
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